Worksite Wellness Programs-What Is Working
Scott Williams and Aimee Bruno, MS, CHES M ore than 1.7 million Americans die of a chronic disease each year, and more than 125 million Americans live with chronic conditions. Five of these chronic diseases-heart disease, cancer, stroke, pulmonary disease, and diabetes-cause more than two thirds of all deaths each year. A Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2004, pp. 146-149) report indicated that men in particular lead in the top 10 causes of death (i.e., disease of the heart, etc.). Many of these chronic diseases are partially caused by risk factors attributed to lifestyle behaviors. Three modifiable healthdamaging behaviors-tobacco use, lack of physical activity, and poor eating habits-are responsible for much of the inordinate suffering and early death of millions of American men (and women). Thirty-three percent of all U.S. deaths (about 800,000 deaths each year) can be attributed to these behaviors (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2003) .
Creating effective health promotion and education programs is an important part in helping men change their unhealthy behaviors. Educating men about healthy choices and providing programs for them to start making those changes are necessary steps in changing lives. There are many environments where health promotion and wellness programs can be effective including workplaces, communities (churches, retail stores, etc.), and schools.
Workplaces are a great place to have a wellness program because men (and women) spend more time at work than at any other activity except sleeping. Voluntary participation in worksite programs is often much higher than in one-time community events. Workplace wellness programs bring both tangible and intangible benefits to employees and the employers (Wellness Council of America [WEL-COA], 1995).
Some tangible benefits include improved productivity, reduction in absenteeism, reduction in health benefit usage, reduction in workers compensation, less injury experience, and lower turnover, which reduces high costs of recruitment and training. Intangible benefits include improved employee morale, increased employee loyalty, reduction in organizational friction (leads to productivity), and improved employee decision making (WELCOA, 1995) .
The value of workplace screenings has long been recognized. Improving employees' access to preventative services offers numerous potential benefits. Frequently, individuals are advised to make behavioral changes to reduce disease risk. Worksite health promotion programs can facilitate and support such changes through health education programs, individual counseling, and corporate cultures that encourage healthy behaviors. Workplace efficiency is directly related to the productivity of the personnel employed and the healthier, happier, and more motivated the staff, the more productive they become. The Department of Health and Human Services reports that a recent review of health promotion and disease management programs reported a significant return on investment for these programs, with benefit-to-cost ratios ranging from $1.49 to $4.91 (median of $3.14) in benefits for every dollar spent on the program (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003) .
Findings in a study conducted by The Health Enhancement Research Organization suggest that for 7 out of 10 modifiable risk factors, men and women with these risk factors have significantly higher medical care costs over the short term. In the study, those with multiple risk factors averaged more than 3 times the health costs incurred by those identified as risk free. Changing these modifiable risk factors can bring savings to a company in both the long and short term.
An effective workplace wellness program creates a healthier workplace, a more productive staff, and dramatically decreased absenteeism. The costs of such programs are easily offset by the potential expenses that might otherwise be incurred through lost working days, poor performance, and lower productivity (Hamby, 2001) .
One example of a successful workplace wellness program that Men's Health Network has implemented is the Congressional Men's Health Screenings (CMHS) event. The CMHS is conducted each year during National Men's Health Week, the week that ends on Father's Day. This program offers a number of convenient screenings, informative health education materials, and the opportunity for men (and women) to have relaxed discussions with health care professionals. The event is designed to increase participants' awareness of health issues and to help them develop comprehensive strategies for improving their own health and that of their families.
The following health screenings have been made available to those in attendance: Participants registered, completed self-assessment quizzes, and chose the tests they wished to have performed. Participants then proceeded from station to station, getting a different test done at each one. For every test but the PSA, gout, and hemocult, results were available almost immediately. These results were given to each participant in writing and further explained by a health educator. Men and women were encouraged to discuss the results with their own physician, and those with abnormal results were encouraged to seek medical advice for followup tests and possible treatment.
In 2006, 760 people-ranging in age from 18 to 79-attended the screenings, a rate of about 33 per hour. These included members of Congress, staffers, and other congressional employees. Of the attendees, 83.7% were male and 16.3% were female.
PSA tests from the CMHS indicate that 1.32% of participants had PSA levels of 4.0 or above. Seventyfive percent of participants had a cholesterol reading under 200, whereas 18% had a reading between 200 and 239 and 7% had a reading over 240 mg/dL. Sixty-three percent of participants had a total/HDL ratio below 4.0. Thirty-seven percent had a ratio over 4.0. Ninety-eight percent had glucose level of less than 160. Sixty-five percent of participants had a normal blood pressure reading of less than 120/80. Twenty-four percent had readings in the prehypertensive range. Eight percent had readings in Stage 1 hypertension range, and 3% had readings in Stage 2 range. Eighty percent of participants had low or normal body mass index. Twenty-one percent had a high BMI. Eighty-six percent had normal bone density, whereas 13% had low bone mass and 1% had a reading low enough to be considered osteoporotic.
Feedback from the evaluation of the event was very positive. These are some of the comments received.
• "It was quick, it was easy, it was convenient, it was painless and everyone was extremely friendly and helpful. Several of the tests were ones I knew I needed to have done but hadn't taken the time to do it, so to be able to have it done here at the office so quickly was extremely appreciated!!!" • "It was a convenient way to get needed screenings that I would otherwise put off. Very informative." • "I hadn't had a cholesterol screening in 4 years.
While the news from the screening was not good, it motivated me. My cholesterol was 220. After the screening, I cut out eggs, red meat, cheese, and butter. A month later, my cholesterol was 178. I wouldn't have made this change without the cholesterol reading I obtained at the screening. Thank you!" • "I like that it was so close to my office that there was no reason for me not to participate."
The success of the Congressional Men's Health Screenings indicates that despite their reluctance to do so, men can be encouraged to participate in preventive medicine and will seek health-related, educational outlets. One strategy is to offer screening and health awareness programs at the workplace and during work hours. In addition to the convenience for men and their employers, workplace screenings overcome some of the traditional obstacles that have historically prevented men from taking better care of themselves: Female coworkers can provide additional encouragement, because men often rely on women's advice and look to them as examples of how to participate in health-related programs. Evidence indicates that with education and social support, men can and will take charge of their health. The workplace provides this type of social support and human connection, which makes it a great starting place for behavior change to occur.
Promoting healthy behaviors and providing health promotion programs is a win-win situation for employers, employees, and their families and friends. Employers get healthier, harder working employees. The employees then go home to live longer, healthier lives and promote healthy behaviors to their children and families.
For more information and/or coordination of health screenings and education at your location or community, please contact Men's Health Network (MHN) at (202) 543-6461 ext. 101 or by e-mail at info@menshealthnetwork.org. MHN is a nonprofit educational organization composed of physicians, researchers, public health workers, and other individuals. MHN is committed to improving the health and wellness of men, boys, and their families through education campaigns, data collection, surveys, tollfree hotlines, and work with health care providers. With a network of chapters, affiliates, and health partners, MHN has a presence in every state. MHN conducts screenings in the workplace and at public venues, sponsors conferences, and promotes awareness periods such as National Men's Health Week. MHN partners with both private and public entities to achieve these goals.
Ultimately, MHN has been known as the leading authority on men's health, with a board of advisors totaling more than 750 physicians and key thought leaders on men's health, as well as databases of physicians and consumers nationwide to participate in disease awareness and educational outreach campaigns. MHN is second to Men's Health Magazine in engine searches on the World Wide Web, with its main Web site www.menshealthnetwork.org receiving more than 1.2 million hits every month on men's health issues. MHN secured approximately 100 million media impressions in 2005.
